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The methods through which children learn to identify with a gender and its
ascribed roles in United States society have been documented thoroughly in both
psychology and sociology. Although there are many researchers who agree that gender
roles are limiting, stereotypical expressions of gender, they exist and continued to be
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learned by children, nevertheless. How are children's gender roles enforced? Why do
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Introduction

,~~!

children continue to grow up knowing what to attribute as "masculine" or "feminine"?
One interesting way that stereotypical gender roles are enforced is through processes that
gender children's bodies.
Many theorists and researchers have investigated the differences in movement
between men's and women's bodies (BirdwhistellI970; Henley 1977;Young 1990).
They have shown that there are observable differences in the ways that, on average, men
and women use their bodies. Women typically take smaller steps than men, sit in closed
bodily positions (with legs and arms crossed), take up less physical space than men, and
are more tentative about using their bodies.
The differences that have been observed between men and women's bodies may
be the result of processes that gender the bodies of children. Shilling (1993) states that
bodies are unfinished resources that can be trained, organized, or disciplined. Turner
(1992) places emphasis on the "presenting, monitoring, and interpreting of bodies" (15).
Foucault (1979) has investigated the ways in which bodies are disciplined. These theories
of the body show that the process of gendering bodies is ongoing. Gendered bodies
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(whether of adults or children) present contexts for social interactions and relationships of
power and status between men and women.
Feminist theories (Butler 1990) and microsociological theories (West &
Zimmerman 1987) have shown that bodies are the site of gender, or the location where
these processes of gendering occur. According to Butler, gender is a performance;
according to West and Zimmerman gender is "done." These concepts imply that the ways
in which bodies are dressed, managed, moved, and directed establishes gender and
gender relations.

II

Feminist theorists Connell (1987) and Young (1990) argue that gender is not only
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an attribute that rests on the body in "performance" and "doing," but that gender becomes
embodied. According to Connell and Young, gender becomes an important part of our
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identities both psychologically and physically. Connell suggests that for men, gender
becomes embodied and makes their bodies a source of power:
The social definition of men as holders of power is translated not only
into mental body-images and fantasies, but into muscle tensions,
postures, the feel and texture of the body. This is one of the main ways
in which the power of men becomes naturalized (1987: 85).

I

Young (1990) argues that the opposite is true for women~they learn that their
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bodies are sources of anxiety and tentativeness rather than power. Because women do not
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learn to take up space with their bodies, move confidently in space, or use their bodies to
the fullest extent, women develop a lack of confidence and agency that becomes

,
embodied (Young 1990; Martin 1998).
These theories have focused on adult bodies, not child bodies. If adult bodies are
observably gendered, how do those bodies become so ifthey are not naturally gendered?
Martin (1998) points out that researchers must realize the importance of gendering
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processes so they do not continue to regard bodies are naturally gendered. She proposes
that the process of gendering bodies is learned by young children and continues
throughout the life span:
Gendering of the body in childhood is the foundation on which further
gendering of the body occurs throughout the life course. The
gendering of children's bodies makes gender differences feel and
appear natural, which allows for such bodily differences to emerge
throughout the life course (Martin 1998: 495).
Young children's bodies are gendered through processes that discipline, train,
teach, or manipulate their bodies. Parents, teachers or other adults, as well as other
children do these processes. The processes through which children learn to identify with a
particular gender, playa particular gender role, or move. sit, and use space differently
depending on their gender, are important to continually investigate.
This paper presents a social constructionist investigation of the ways that
preschools enforce children's stereotypical gender roles by gendering children's bodies. I
propose that the theories presented by Martin (1998) as well as other researchers are
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limiting in that they deal with mostly white, middle-class children's bodies. Bodies
become gendered through the terms, actions, and beliefs that are socially constructed by
society; bodies also become "classed" and "raced" in the same way. Many researchers
(Collins 1998; Glenn 1999; Van Ausdale & Feagin 1996) have proposed the
interconnections between race, class, and gender. The interconnectedness of race, class,
and gender must be realized in investigating the processes that gender bodies and lead to
gender identification.
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Young children's gender role development has been widely discussed and studied
by sociologists and psychologists for the past three decades. The concept of gender role is
important to our understanding of the perpetuation of stratification in our society; the
socialization of young children leads to salient gender role development of usually
stereotypical roles for men and women.

I

Parents are considered by many researchers to be the primary and most salient

-.

agent of gender role learning (Cahill & Adams 1997). Home socialization of children
leads to gender role development in a variety of ways. The attitudes or beliefs held, and
the behavior modeled by parents, gives young children the opportunity to learn what is

I

deemed acceptable (and what is not) for women and men in our society.
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Similarly, Martin (1998) in her work on the gendering of preschool children's
bodies within the preschool environment states that parents playa large part in their
children's gender role development. For instance, she suggests that parents who send
their daughters to school in tights and skirts or dresses contribute to constricting their
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daughters' bodies by limiting their physicality. Limitations on their physical movements
teach children what kinds of movements are appropriate for girls' play. Martin states it is
not only girls' activities in a dress that are restricted, but "knowledge about how to
behave in a dress that is restrictive" (1998: 499). In summary, parents who restrict their
children, either through activity or dress, contribute to gender role development of their
child.

•

Appearance management is one of the most salient ways we have for learning
about our genders. A mnnber of studies have shown that young children are more adept at
describing gender by the clothes men or women wear than by anatomical or physical
attributes (Cahill 1989; Kaiser & Phinney 1983). Similar to,the conclusions above by
Martin about how girls' clothes gender their bodies, Cahill (1989) found that clothes have
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a great influence on children's, particularly girls', behavior. He found that young girls'
clotbing (whether chosen by them or their parents) rarely prevents them from engaging in
any activity (Cahill 1989: 291). Observation of preschool playgrounds has found little or
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no association between the clothes that girls wear and their activities (Kaiser & Phinney
1983). Rather, young girls understand that they are expected to act in certain ways, or
avoid certain activities, when they are wearing skirts or dresses; young girls often, as
mothers state, "forget" what they are wearing, and thus play the same regardless of what

I
I
I
I

II
I
I
I
II
I
I
I
II
I.
.

they are wearing (Cahill 1989: 291).
Davies (1989) states that children learn about being male and female from the
adults they encounter in both the home and the school environment. She writes:
The most obvious, and apparently superficial, form of bodily practice
that distinguishes male from female is dress and hairstyle. Many of the
practices that are handed to children from adults, such as dress, serve
to mark children such that their gender is emphasized and made a
predominant feature of their appearance (14).
This supports other research that states appearance management is very salient,
even for young children. Davies (1989) points out that the appearance
management techniques that young children learn from adults emphasize their
gender, regardless of whether these dress and hairstyle techniques are learned in
the home or at school.
Although the family environment is where the most salient and e,arliest gender
role socialization happens, approximately ten million young children under age five
p

spend some time every week in childcare outside of the home (National Association for
the Education of Young Children statistic, cited in Cahill & Adams 1997). Cahill and
Adams report that thirty-eight percent of these children are in preschool settings cared for
by teachers (518). Measor and Sikes (1992) point out that preschool environments are
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very important to understanding the gender development of young children. They state
that preschools are the second institution (after the home) that children are exposed to,
and thus are important in contributing to gender role development.
The time that children spend in a preschool setting being taught and cared for by
teachers is important for the children's development and maturation. In preschools,
teachers teach children behavior that is acceptable in other social institutions (such as
later schooling, or the workplace). This behavior, including gender role development, is
taught through explicit instruction, as well as through modeled behaviors.
Martin (1998) studied the ways in which preschool teacher's direction towards
children, either physical or verbal, gendered their bodies. Martin identified a hidden
curriculum in the preschools where she observed three- to five-year-olds. This hidden
curriculum involves the instructions given by adults that control children's bodily
practices. Other feminist researchers have found hidden curriculums of gender in
preschools as well. Measor and Sikes identify a hidden curriculum of gender as the
"social codes for children's behaviour" that are determined by the interactions between
children and teachers, teachers' classroom management strategies, and the way that
children are treated by teachers and administrators (1992: 65).

,
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Martin (1998) states that the hidden curriculum is the instructions regarding
children's bodies that are given by teachers in order to shape the children cognitively, but
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that these instructions also genders their bodies physically. This hidden curriculum
creates bodily differences between the genders, but also serves to make these differences
(that are not innate) appear and feel natural. Martin (1998) identified five sets of
"practices of preschools" that create these gender bodily differences:
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1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

These five sets of practices are the focal point for this paper. The ways in which
other research supports or contradicts her conclusions will be discussed herein.
Martin's (1998) first practice of preschool is the effects of dressing-up or bodily
adornment on children's gender role development. As demonstrated above, appearance
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management is learned by children at a young age. Martin (1998) argues that the clothes
that children are sent to school wearing, as well as the clothing that they choose when
playing "dress up" in the classroom teach them ways to use their bodies. Dresses, tights,
and high-heeled shoes, whether worn as one's own clothing or as dress up, are limiting to
the actions that a child call perform in them. Martin (1998) states that bodies are made
masculine or feminine thorough the use of clothing, and when it is regarded as gender

II

normative it shapes girls' and boys' bodies differently, resulting in constraints on girls'
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dressing-up or bodily adornments
permitting relaxed behaviors or requiring formal behaviors,
controlling children's voices,
verbal and physical instructions regarding children's bodies by teachers,
physical interactions among children.

physicality (1998: 498) .
Martin, drawing on Goffman's (1959) work on front and backstage behaviors,
makes the distinction between formal and relaxed behaviors. Formal behavior is defined
as behavior that is "required by the teachers, required by the institution, or that would be
required in many institutional settings," a definition similar to Goffman's front stage
#

behavior. In preschool, these behaviors inclJ.lde raising one's hand, sitting "on your
bottom," covering one's mouth when one sneezes or coughs, or sitting upright in a chair

.)

.,..,'13

(Martin 1998: 501). Martin found that a child's gender is an important distinction in
teachers' punishing relaxed behaviors or encouraging formal behaviors in preschools.
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Boys were allowed and encouraged to pursue relaxed behaviors, whereas girls were more
likely to be encouraged to pursue formal behavior, and to be reprimanded for relaxed
behaviors.
Davies (1989) writes about the importance of formal behaviors in the preschool
classroom. She also notes that girls are taught to sit in "unnatural and submissive" ways,
such as with their knees always together, but that boys

~e

free to sit with knees apart in

more "dominant and assertive" positions (15). Girls (and later women) who do not follow
the way they are taught to sit are not seen as dominant, but rather are seen as "sexually
provocative and available" (15). The importance of formal and relaxed behaviors in the
classroom can be seen in the simple ways that teachers require children to sit "on their
bottom" or "raise their hands." Research has unfortunately shown that girls and boys are
not required to perform formal behaviors in the same ways in the classroom.
Similarly, Sadker and Sadker (1994), in their work on elementary school
children's behaviors, found that boys are more likely to call out an answer to a teacher's
question without raising their hands. Sadker and Sadker determined the following:
Sometimes what they say has little or nothing to do with the
teacher's questions. Whether male comments are insightful or
irrelevant, teachers respond to them. However, when girls call
out, there is a fascinating occurrence: suddenly the teacher
remembers the rule about raising your hand before you talk
(1994: 43).
Martin points out that this "gendered dynamic of hand-raising" exists in preschools as
well as in elementary schools, and that this dynamic applies to many bodily movements
of girls and boys in the classroom (1998: 501). Often teachers will ignore a boy's relaxed
behavior in a group meeting. For example, if a boy lies down in the middle of an activity
where all the other children are sitting "on their bottoms" his behavior is likely to be
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ignored, whereas if a girl did the same thing she would immediately be asked to sit up
(1998: 501).
In their investigation of kindergarten sports, Landers and Fine (1996) found that
5-year-old girls and boys on the same tee ball team were held to different standards by
the coaches. The girls on the team were reprimanded more often and more harshly than
the boys, and often for the same behaviors that were deemed appropriate for boys. An
example of this double standard, an attempt to control girl's bodies, by the coaches
follows:
Richard ... ran out onto the field doing cartwheels. Not five minutes later,
Helen ran out on the field also doing cartwheels. Suddenly, I heard
Coach Carol yelling at Helen, "Get over here!" As Helen approached
Coach Carol added, "Do you know why you're sitting out? She shook
her head, "No." Coach Carol said, "You were out there doing cartwheels
and everything else! You don't even want to play!" (91)
In this instance the coach did not scold Richard for his behavior. From experiences such
as the one above, girls' range of physicality is limited, and boys' range of physicality is
expanded to include the organized sport as well as physical fooling around, running, or
]umpmg.
Another method through which teachers can gender the bodies of preschool
children is by controlling their voices. Preschool teachers begin instructing children on
when it is appropriate to speak loudly, softly, or not at all, knowledge that may be
valuable in other social institutions and situations later in children's lives. Martin's
observations showed that girls were told to be quiet or repeat something in a "quieter,
nicer voice" three times more often than boys were, even though boys' play was usually
much louder and physical than girls' play (1998: 503). Martin points out that when
teachers restrict girls' voices they are restricting their bodies and physicality. And most
importantly, limiting girls' voices limits their mechanisms for resisting mistreatment,
which can be especially dangerous for women later in life (Martin 1998: 504). A girl who

~c.

10

I
I
I
I
II
I

..
I
II
I
I
I
.1

,
..
~\

I . ,·.
I:
1
I

is told not to yell, or even state emphatically, a loud "no" when she feel mistreated by
another child may carry that behavior into adulthood and continue to feel she can not
stand up for herself when wronged.
The importance of controlling voices is that children learn when they should or
should not speak loudly or refuse or deny. The use of the word "no" is directly related to
controlling children's voices. Other researchers have also looked specifically at the ways
in which young girls use the word "no." Noharo (1996) found that girls and boys use the
word no equally frequently, but that they used the word in different ways. Boys used
"no" when correcting or prohibiting other children's behavior. Girls were more likely to
also provide reason for denying or rejecting other children's suggestions after they used
" no. "

Similarly, Leonard (1995) states that refusing is an "important survival skill for
girls growing up in a patriarchal society where boys are trained to be active but girls are
trained to be compliant" (315). Leonard asked young children to identify which refusal
statement (e.g. "No!" or "Only if you help me") to a simple task (e.g. cleaning up your
bedroom) adults would find most annoying. In each of her three samples, girls differed
from boys in their identification of a simple "no" as the refusal most likely to annoy an
adult; in all three cases girls rated "no" as the answer most likely to annoy an adult. These
findings suggest girls' perceptions of what would annoy an adult were more accurate than
boys'. The most significant implication of her findings is that girls (who know that "No"
is most likely to annoy an adult) are denied the right to use a simple refusal, and thus "are
being socialized into acquiescence to authority at a very young age" (Leonard 1995: 325) .
Voice is important in other findings as well. In a study done with four-year-oIds
of different ethnicities and their mothers, researchers found that reflecting upon and

;,l

talking about preschool experiences is directly related to the gender of the child
(Flannagan et al. 1995). Mothers used more elaborative speech in their conversations
about the preschool day with their sons than with their daughters, and this finding was
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more pronounced in Hispanic mother-child dyads (Flannagan et aL 1995), Conversations
with daughters focused on interactions with other peers (suggested by the researchers as a
form of gossip) whereas conversations with sons focused on behavior in the classroom.
Verbal and physical instructions regarding children's' bodies by teachers is
another important aspect of gendering bodies in preschooL Martin (1998) found that
teachers give very different verbal instructions to girls and boys about what they should
do with their bodies. She found that teachers have to repeat instructions to boys more
often than to girls. Girls are more likely to respond to a teacher's instructions the first
time that they are given. More importantly, Martin found that teachers' instructions to
boys were less substantive than directions given to girls (1998: 506).
Teacher's instructions to boys included telling them to stop a behavior (e.g. no
jumping in the block comer) and rarely gave the boys suggestion for something else they
could do with their bodies. Girls, on the other hand, received more substantive direction;
a teacher would tell a girl to do a particular behavior (e.g. sit here, pick that up, be nice)
rather than not do something with their bodies. Martin points out that this gender
difference leaves boys with a wide range of appropriate activities with which to replace
the inappropriate one, but girls are directed toward a narrow range of acceptable
possibilities for activity with no choice (1998: 507).
Instructions given to girls and boys on appropriate behavior may be related to
teachers' attitudes about adult gender roles. Research has found that early childhood
teachers are more lenient toward cross-gendered behavior for girls than for boys (Cahill
& Adams 1997). This finding is contrary to Martin's explanation ofteachers limiting

girls' activities and not boys'. One would assume that teachers who are worried about
boys acting in cross-gendered activities would encourage them to do specific things
ratherthan allow them more free choice than girls in activities. Regardless of the gender
role attitudes of teachers, they are responsible for creating a gendered system in the
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classroom in which in many instances boys and girls are presented with different
expectations and criteria for what is appropriate behavior.
The last important area in which children learn gender roles in the .classroom is

/-
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during physical and cognitive interactions with other children. Martin (1998) coded
physical interactions into three categories: positive, negative, or neutral. Physical
interactions were positive if they were helping, caring, comforting, playful or gentle.
Negative interactions were unwanted, assertive, or restraining. Neutral interactions had
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little or no context, such as legs touching while seated in a circle. She found that crossgender interactions were more likely to be negative than same-gender interactions (1998:
509). The negative physical interactions that Martin observed were a result of "invasions"
of play among children of one gender by children of the other (1998: 510). Martin (1998)
suggests that children create the borders for play, and that they do so physically. Thome
(1995) calls these interactions children have on the border between boys and girls "border
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work."
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Researchers have looked at the interactions between children of different sexes by
investigating social dominance in play (Neppl and Murray 1997). Studying cooperative
play in either mixed-sex or girl-girl dyads, in either feminine or masculine sex-typed
activities, Neppl and Murray found that girls engaged in more cooperative, imaginative
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play when paired with other girls than when paired with boys (1997: 391). Although they
did not include boy-boy dyads in their study, NeppJ and Murray (1997) also found that in
girl-boy dyads, boys were likely to refuse to follow the girls' directions in the masculine

,

activity. Their finding suggests that during sex-typed play, girls and boys play at a higher
cognitive level than during non-sex-typed play. Neppl and Murray (1997) suggest that for
cross-gender cooperative play to occur in a classroom setting it must be initiated by a
teacher. These findings are echoed by research that shows that gender frequently
manifests itself in the play patterns of young children, without prompting from adults

n
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(Maccoby 1988). Research suggests that children are important influences on each
other's gender role development.
Similarly, Thome (1995) in her work on gender arrangements in elementary
schools, found that "children explicitly invoked gender" in organizing their activities

..

(94). Who sits where at lunch is an important issue for elementary school children, but is
nearly as important in preschool classrooms (Martin 1998). Children choose activities,
groups, or where to sit based on the genders of the other children involved, both in
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elementary and preschool settings (Thome 1995; Martin 1998).
Gender role socialization and its effects are pervasive. The "hidden curriculum"
of gender exists in many places and every level of education. Moreover, the majority of
Americans believe that gender role socialization of children is necessary (Martin 1998;
Cahill & Adams 1997). Continued gender stereotyping during gender role development
of our children can only serve to perpetuate the stratified system in which we live. Girls
must grow up, beginning with education at the preschooUevel, to learn that they can sit
how they choose, have to power to say no, go onto higher education, or have any
occupation they desire. Boys must grow up to learn that they can be caring and
emotional, do not have to play varsity sports, can stay home and raise a family. Attention
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must be given to teaching practices in preschools that are so subtle most teachers do not
realize they contribute to unequal treatment of boys and girls .
As the above studies illustrate, research has shown that the family as well as the
school environment plays an important role in the process of gendering young children.

,

There are, as in any research, limitations to many of the studies discussed above. What
hasn't been demonstrated by the research is that race and gender or class and gender (or
all three variables) are interconnected, inseparable factors that influence a child's gender
development. The major limitation of the studies discussed above that deal with gender in
the preschool classroom is that these studies have samples that are made up of mostly
white, middle- to upper-class children. A quick glance at the methods sections of the
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previously discussed studies shows that race and ethuicity are not included as important,
relevant,. or connected variables in gender analysis.
The vast majority of researchers seem to have ignored the possible importance of
race and class variables in their analyses of gender. Some do not even mention the race or
class of the children in their study (Albert & Porter 1988; Cahill 1989; Landers and Fine
1996; Leonard 1995; Levy et aI. 1998; Martin 1998; Neppl & Murray 1997; Sadker &
Sadker 1994; Tomes 1995). The real danger in these studies is that their results may not
at all be applicable to society at large. Any study that is looking at the development of
gender roles among children, but has a sample that is all white, is not going to be
applicable to the larger community.
Still others have pointed out that it is too difficult to include an analysis of race
and class (Thome 1994; Martin 1998). Thome writes:
The topic of children and gender should be considered in close
connection with social class, race, ethnicity and sexuality and not
artificially stripped from these other contexts .... Furthermore, since
students in these particular schools were mostly working-class and
white, class and race divisions were more muted than they might be in
other settings. I wish I had gathered more textured detail bearing on
interconnections of gender with other social division (1993: 9) .
Thome has made an important point, and in doing so has at least pointed out the fact that
any gender analysis is not as simple as just recording gender interactions. She has noted
that there are interconnections of race, class, ethnicity and gender. Gender cannot be
evaluated as a variable that stands alone because it can not be separated from other
socially constructed aspect of one's self such as race, ethuicity, or class.
Some researchers have gone so far as to point out that race and class are not
relevant variables in their analyses of gender. In the methodology section of her book
Davies (1989) writes:

:J
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While I ensured in the second stage of the study that I had a range of
children from different class and ethnic backgrounds, I have not
treated class and race as 'variables,' nor as categories into which
people can be placed. Class and race, if they can be used at all, should
simply be used as aides in mapping the range of discursive practices
that children have available to them. Because class and race are not
unitary, nor determining features of persons, but labels that we use to
group people with, I have not divided and compared the children
according to these categories ... (23).

•II

Davies claims that race and class are not "variables" but rather "categories" into which
people are placed. I agree that race and class, just as much as gender, are social
constructions. They are labels that are used to group people. I do not agree that race and

II

class are invaluable in analyses of gender.

I

range of discursive practices that children have available to them" (1989: 23). This is

Davies writes that race and class should only be used as "aides in mapping the
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exactly the reason that race and class cannot be separated from an analysis of gender.
Race (or ethnicity) and class are directly linked to the discursive practices that children
can use when dealing with and developing their own gender. It is not my intention to
"divide and compare" the children at Head Start based on their race or class, but rather to
investigate the different strategies for learning one's gender roles that appear to be based
on differences in class, race, or ethuic background.
A few studies have used race or ethuicity and class as interconnected with gender,
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but the focus of these studies has not been on gender development of children. These
studies have investigated children's race or ethnicity and used gender as a category to
compare children (Van Ausdale & Feagin 1996; Arnold, Griffith et al. 1998; Ballanger
1992; Goodwin 1990; Flannagan et al. 1995; and Carr & Mednick 1988). More recently,
ft

many feminist theorist have pointed out that the strategies that women have for
navigating their gender are vastly different if they are white or if they identifY with a
minority race or ethnicity (Glenn 1999).
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My study attempts to begin filling this void in the existing research. It is
important to note that the majority of studies on children's gender development and
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identity are conducted with only white middle-class children. Because of the limitation of
the sample used, results from these studies will not necessarily be applicable to the larger
population. It may be that children who are ethnic or racial minorities, or children who

III
II

are from lower-class backgrounds may develop different strategies for navigating and
negotiating their learned gender roles. There is a great need for more qualitative or
ethnographic studies that explicitly illustrate the different strategies employed by

II
II
II
I
I

minority or lower class populations in navigating children's gender development.
It was my original intention to show how preschools enforce children's gender

roles, using Martin's (1998) study as a guide. Realizing that any qualitative study is
incredibly hard to replicate, I was aware that there would be inherent differences in what
I observed versus what she observed. The moment I stepped into the Head Start
classrooms it became apparent that her study would not be reproducible in this schooL
The strategies employed by the teachers and the administration are different from those
employed by many middle-class preschools I have visited.
To determine why these differences eXist I began to look closer at the differences

II

between the sample Martin (1998) documented and the children and teachers at Head
Start. The large differences in the backgrounds of the children in the two samples led me

I

to question the influences or the interconnectedness of race, ethnicity, and class. These

II

II

interconnected social characteristics influence the ways that young children learn to
negotiate their gender, and the ways that teachers enforce the gender roles the children
#

are learning.

c.
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Research Questions

These differences in the samples between my study and Martin's, as well as the
lack of studies dealing with the gender role development of minority children especially
in the school environment, led me to the following questions:

-..

1) Will the outcomes of the five "practices of preschools" proposed by Karin Martin be
the same when the majority of the sample of children is non-white?
2) Will the outcomes of the five "practices of preschool" be the same when the sample is
from families that are below the federal poverty line, rather than from working- or
middle-class families?

II

3) Does the ratio of girls to boys in the preschool classroom effect the gendered
treatment of children by teachers?

I

4) In what ways is gender used in the Head Start classroom as a describing, limiting, or
organizing concept if indeed Martin's findings are not recreated?

II

..

Method

I
III
II

..
..
II
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The data for this study come from semi-structured participant observations of
three classrooms at a Head Start preschool in a semi-industrial low-income city in
northeastern Ohio. Head Start programs were founded to provide comprehensive services

,

to families that live at or below the federal poverty line (Lubeck et al 1996). Services
provided by Head Start programs include free immunization for children, free preschool
education, nutrition (two meals per day), health, social, and other special needs services
as needed. This particular program has an infant classroom (two-month-olds to two-year-
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olds), two full-day classrooms (three- to five-year-olds), and 15 half-day classrooms
(three- to five-year-olds).
A total of 50 children and six teachers (three head teachers, three assistauts) were

I

•
•
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•
•

observed in three different classrooms. The children in these classrooms, ages three to
five, attended preschool four half-days per week. All of the head teachers were female;
one assistaut was male. Two classrooms had an African American teacher and a Latino/a
teacher and the third had an African American teacher and a white teacher.
Sixty-two percent ofthe children were female and 38.percent were male. Two
classrooms had more girls than boys and the third had many more boys than girls. There
were 2 Asian American children, 12 Latino/a children, 8 white children, and 28 African
American children. As stated above, all of the children are from families that live at or
below the federal poverty line.
I observed each classroom once a week for three months. All activities that
occurred during the children's day were observed. These activities included: unstructured
free play (called "work" time), "gym" time, meals, small and large group activities led by
a teacher, field trips, and walks around the neighborhood.
The activities that the children participated in during the day adhere to a fixed
schedule that is outlined and posted at child eye-level on the classroom wall. Though
there is a fixed schedule, the majority of the time during the day is unstructured free play,

,

or "work time," when the children are free to choose nearly every activity the classroom
offers. "Work time" usually lasted for one and half hours out of the three and a half hour
long day. The official schedule as posted in one classroom is as follows:
8:30
8:40

Greeting Circle
Breakfast
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9:05
10:05
10:15
10:25
10:40
11:00
12:00

I
I

Very frequently the classroom schedule was modified to provide more time at one
activity and less at another. Some days there would be no small group activity, or

•I

breakfast would start or end much earlier. On days when the schedule was not followed
closely the children would have more "work time."
The classrooms at Head Start are laid out to be child-friendly. There are two

I
I

child-sized tables and with child-sized chairs where the structured small group activities.
The classroom areas include the block corner, the house or kitchen area with dress-up
clothes, a writing table, a sand/water table, a carpet surrounded by shelves that held the

•
•I

classroom's games and learning toys, a book shelf, a nature/science area, and an art table.
There were very few activities that happened out of doors other than walks arourtd
the neighborhood frequently taken by one classroom. There is a park next door to the
school building with a climbing structure, but I saw Head Start children there very
infrequently. (I only visited the outdoor playground on one occasion with one class.)

I
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•
•
•
•

Work time
Clean-up
Review Time
Small Group Activity
Large Group Activity
Lunch
Dismissal

"Gym" time was the time for physical activity for the children at this Head Start
center. I use the word gym in quotation marks because that is the term used by the

,

teachers and the students at Head Start, although this gym experience is very different
from gym experiences in elementary schools. "Gym" at Head Start is an unstructured free
playtime, whereas at an elementary school gym class would take place in a gymnasium
and would be structured time to play games that are outlined by the gym teacher. One
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major similarity was that each classroom attended "gym" at a set time once a week, just
as elementary school classes might.

I
II
II

The "gym" here consisted of an indoor room with half-walls in the center of the
building. All four sides of the gym space were hallways that led to the classrooms. The
gym had an area with a climbing structure where the floor was lined with mats, and an

'
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area with a child-size basket ball hoop and various sized balls for different games of the

II

children's choosing. Physical activity including sliding on the slide, basketball, dodge

..

ball, chasing or tag games, and games where the children would jump off the top of the
climbing structure.

I
I
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I varied my observation techniques between structured and unstructured
observations. In an unstructured observation I would hang out in all areas of the
classroom, talk with children, and become involved in playing their games, and record
everyday interactions and behaviors. In more structured observations I would observe one
area of the room (the block area, the writing table, or the art area), observe one particular
teacher, child, or group of children (the kids who play in the water table, or the kids who
play in the house area most often). I made every effort to observe girls and boys for equal
amounts of time, and to observe every child and every teacher.

•II
•I
'

I
I

I focused my observations on the interactions between children, the interactions
between teachers and children, and the behaviors of children, as they related to gender.

'

p

To determine how preschool environments enforce children's gender roles, everyday
behaviors and interactions that were regulated based on gender were recorded. Based on
the work of Karin Martin (1998), I observed these classrooms with the following
"practices of preschools" in mind:
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I)
2)
3)
4)
5)

II

dressing up or gendered adornment worn by children
permitting relaxed behavior or requiring formal behaviors
controlling children's voices,
verbal and physical instructions regarding children's bodies by teachers,
verbal and physical interactions among children.

I used these practices to focus my observations, but did not allow them to narrow
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my observations too greatly. Given that Martin's study was an observation of a mainly

II

white preschool (83 % of children were white) I wanted to remain aware of possible other

I
I
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ways in which gender may be handled in a mostly non-white student environment. In the
classrooms that I observed 84% of the children were non-white. Another difference·
between Martin's study and my sample is the sex of the children. In Martin's study 58%
of the children were boys whereas in my sample only 38% of the children were boys.
I believed these differences in the demographics of the children could have a strong effect

..
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on the findings of my study .

Findings

My observations were based on looking for the five "practices of preschools" as

"
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I
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identified by Karin Martin (1998). The five practices are explained below as they pertain
to what I observed at Head Start. The differences between Martin's results and mine will
be outlined, as well as different uses of gender that were observed, not limited to Martin's
criteria.
#

Dressing up for school vs. Dressing up in play

Many researchers have noted that the type and color of the clothing that girls and
boys wear to school signifies their gender. Martin (1998) uses dressing up as the first

c

•
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practice of preschools that contribute to the gendering of children's bodies. The color
pink, feminine adornments such as hearts and flowers on clothing, as well as dresses are
all sartorial expressions that are usually limited to women and girls. I recorded the

',">

number of time that girls wore dresses, as well as the number of times girls wore the
color pink. I also recorded the number of times that girls' clothing (regardless of the

I

color) was adorned with hearts or flowers. Findings are presented in Table L Along with

•I

findings of dresses, pink, and hearts and flowers, there were also instances in which girls
wore bows or barrettes in their hair that were pink or otherwise marked as "feminine"
adornments. Many girls wore necklaces, and a few had their ears pierced. Earrings
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became the topic of conversation on a few occasions .among both boys and girls.

Table 1: Observations of Girls Wearing Pink, Dresses, Hearts or Flowers

24

Percent
41

30

51

4

6

58

100

N

Girls wearing pink
Girls wearing heart/flowers
Girls wearing dresses
Total observations

There were no instances of boys wearing dresses, wearing pink, or wearing
clothing that was adorned with hearts or flowers. Boys were more likely to wear primary
colors or black or brown and never wore anything in their hair. A few boys had their ears

•

pierced. The one exception to boys not wearing adornments that are usually construed as
feminine was Isaiah, who wore gold chain necklaces, gold rings, and had his ears pierced.
His gold chains were never an issue for the children, and were only an issue for the
teachers who joked with him about "stealing" his necklaces because they were so nice.
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Upon my asking, he replied that the gold chains and the initial ring were a gift from his
father.
Dressing up in the classroom was an activity that was only performed by the girls
in any of the classrooms. There was no dress-up clothing in any classroom that was not

•
•I

"feminine." Dress up clothing consisted of children's costume dresses (e.g. Disney's
"Belle" dress), nightgowns, aprons, or women's coats, hats and high-heeled shoes. There
were no instances of any boys using the dress-up clothing, but there were only a few
instances of girls using the dress up clothes. Playing dress up, which many researchers
have used as a base for analyses of gender was very seldom seen in these three Head Start

I
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classrooms.
There was one exception to the unpopularity of dress-up play: one three-year-old
girl, Leslie could be found in the dress-up corner at the begiuning of every "work time."
She usually got dressed up alone and always put on the same dress, a child-sized costume
dress of the character Belle from Disney's The Beauty and the Beast. On the particular
day described below, an elderly woman, fondly called Grandma Evans by the children
when she volunteered once a month, was visiting the classroom.

p

Leslie, an African American three-year-old puts on the Disney dress
and the adult sized shoes. She has obvious trouble walking in the
shoes, but wears them nevertheless. She takes off her own shoes and
socks, leaves them in the house area, and parades around the
classroom in her dress and high heels. Grandma Evans comments to
Ms. M on the trouble that she is having walking in the shoes, and how
she "washed all the dishes in the house."
So few girls dressed up regularly, other than Leslie, so it was hard to determine if
age was a significant factor in determining dressing up. Martin (1998) found that the
three-year-olds were more likely to dress up and to blur gender roles and gendered
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clothing than the five-year-olds.Jt did not appear that age was significant-there were
occasions where older girls would dress up, and other occasions when the dress up took

II

place among younger girls. Since all of the clothing was "feminine," and there were no
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instances of boys dressing up, it was impossible to investigate how traditional gender
roles could be blurred by children dressing up and playing the part of the opposite sex.

Formal and Relaxed Behaviors
Goffman defines the front stage and backstage behaviors of adults as the
following:
The backstage language consists of reciprocal first-naming,
cooperative decision making, profanity, open sexual remarks,
elaborate griping, smoking, rough informal dress, 'sloppy' sitting and
standing posture, use of dialect or substandard speech, mumbling and
shouting, playful aggressivity and 'kidding,' inconsiderateness for the
other in minor but potentially symbolic acts, minor physical selfinvolvements such as humming, whistling, chewing, nibbling,
belching, and flatulence. The front stage behavior language can be
taken as the absence (and in some sense the opposite) of this (1959:
128).
Martin (1998) uses these definitions of front and backstage behaviors to define her formal
and relaxed behavior. Using these definitions, I coded behaviors of children as formal or
relaxed and recorded the number oftimes boys and girls performed these behaviors.
Formal behaviors consist of the following types of behaviors in preschools:

,

raising one's hand, sitting "on your bottom" (not on your knees, not standing, not lying
down), covering one's mouth when sneezing, sighting upright in a chair, sliding down the
slide "on your bottom." Relaxed behaviors, according to Goffrnan's definitions above,
are the absence or in some sense opposite of formal behaviors. In preschools, relaxed
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behaviors and that girls were more likely to be encouraged to pursue formal behaviors.

I

My observations indicate that in Head Start girls and boys are not held to different
standards of behavior. Table 2 reports instances of formal and relaxed behaviors of girls
and boys in the classrooms and during "gym." Formal and relaxed behaviors were coded

I
I
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from references in observation notes to children's postures, gestures, and demeanors.

Table 2: Observations of Formal and Relaxed Behaviors, by Child Gender

Type of behavior
Formal
Relaxed

Boys
N
21

50

Percent

55
44

Girls
N
17

63

Percent

45
56

Total
N

Percent

38
113

lOa
lOa

}
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or sliding down the slide headfirst.
Martin (1998) found that boys were allowed and encouraged to pursue relaxed

II

"

behaviors can include crawling on the floor, running, yelling, lying down during meeting,

Differences in formal and relaxed behaviors preformed by boy and girls in the
classroom are an important method of investigating how the preschool environment
genders children's bodies. Martin (1998) found that teachers encouraged girls to do
certain activities (e.g. do an activity sitting at a table) rather than allow them to perform
relaxed behaviors. She also found that teachers did not encourage the boys to choose
particular activity that would require formal behavior, but permitted them to undertake
relaxed behaviors (e.g. playing loudly and physically in the block comer) during free
play. She found these teachers' actions limits the girl's actual "free" play in the
classroom. Because girls are encouraged (or required) to perform formal behaviors,
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whereas boys are pennitted relaxed behaviors, children's bodies becomegendered.One
outcome of the process of gendering bodies is that boys come to take up more room with
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their bodies and feel as if they can sit in more open positions. Girls, on the other hand,
learn to take up less space with their bodies, and sit with legs crossed.
In the classrooms that I observed I found this wasn't the case. There were
definitely groups of children who gender-segregated themselves in various areas of the
classroom. But there were only two classroom areas (the house and the block areas) that
were more frequently filled with girls or boys, respectively. My observations over a
shorter four week period of the various areas of the classroom during "work time" shows
that the majority of fonnal behaviors were not undertaken by girls in the classroom.
Table 2 shows that there were more instances of girls perfonning relaxed behaviors then
boys; fifty-six percent of the total number of relaxed behaviors I. observed were
perfonned by girls. Similarly, there were more instances of boys performing fonnal .
behaviors; boys perfonned fifty-five percent of the total formal behaviors.
It is also important to note that the children were allowed to choose where they

wanted to play in the classroom during "work time." After the class finished breakfast
each day the teachers would ask each child, one at a time, where they wanted to play
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during "work time." The teachers never suggested that a child should go to a specific
area. When the teachers were planning an art activity to coincide with "work time" they
would call over each child to participate in the activity one at a time. When the children
chose where they wanted to play during work time, it may have been that the existing
friendships between children influenced their decision to play in a particular area. This
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influence is one explanation for the self-segregation along gender lines that occurred
frequently in the house and block areas:
Mrs. T is going around the breakfast table asking the children, one at a
time, where they want to play this morning. Isaiah, a Latino five-yearold, yells, "I wauna go to the block comer!" Jaime, also a Latino fiveyear-old, states matter-of-factly, "House area." Isaiah turns to Jaime,
excitedly, ''I'm gonna build a motorcycle!" At this point Jaime turns to
Mrs. T and says, "Oh, I want to go to the block area!"
In this instance it seems that the friendship that Jaime and Isaiah share is
influential in Jaime's choice of activity more so that his feelings about gender. Jaime
never renounces his original choice of playing in the house area, but rather gets excited
about Isaiah's proposed project in the block corner, and thus changes his mind. The
teacher does not respond in any way that is negative or positive when Jaime changes his
mind. To further support this point, the next child at the table to choose her activity for
the morning is Heather, a white four-year-old, who also chooses to play in the block area,
stating that she wants to build a motorcycle also.
Although Martin (1998) found that teachers are likely to encourage girls to
perform formal behaviors and allow boys to perform relaxed behaviors this was not the
case in these three classrooms. The other areas that were frequently used by children
during "work time" were used more gender-equally than the house and block areas. Boys
and girls used the water/sand table and the carpet area almost equally, and boys used the
art/writing table more often. I coded the carpet as an area for relaxed behavior and thus
predicted that this would be a male-dominated area. Findings indicate this area was used
not male-dominated, but was used equally by boys and girls for a varied of relaxed
behaviors that were initiated by the children (lying down, crawling, dancing and singing,
jumping and running, loud talking, and yelling).
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The water/sand table and the art/writing table were classified as locations for

,','

formal behavior. Every classroom had a two-child limit at each table at all times that was
imposed and regulated by the teachers. This limit led to quieter playing and more sharing
between the two children playing at either table. Behaviors that were generally seen at
these tables include sitting correctly ("on your bottom") on the chairs, talking in quiet
voices, and sharing the material. What is most interesting is that I assumed that these
areas would be girl-dominated, either by their own choice or at the encouragement of the
teachers, but this result was not found. In most observations one girl and one boy
occupied the water/sand table. Boys dominated the artIwriting table during seventy-five
percent of the observations of that area. These findings are contrary to many results
presented by Martin (1998) and others (Sadker & Sadker 1994).

Controlling Voices
Martin (1998) includes controlling children's voices as an important mechanism
for gendering their bodies. She writes, "Kids' play that is giggly, loud, or whispery makes
it clear that voice is part of their bodily experiences" (1998: 503). Any researcher who
has observed children playing will agree that young children involve their bodies as well
as their voices in their play. Martin's findings show that teachers asked girls to be quiet
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or use a "quieter, nicer" voice about three times as often as boys, and that when boys

,

were told to "quiet down" it was directed at a group of boys rather than an individual.
Martin (1998) states that disciplining girls' voices also forces them to tone down their
physicality, thus gendering their bodies.
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Controlling voices is the area of research that I found the least amount of support
for in Head Start classrooms. There were no instances when a particular child was singled
out (female or male) and asked to talk in a quieter voice. I frequently wrote in my notes
how amazed I was that the classroom was allowed to get as loud as it did at times,
without a teacher responding to the high level of noise.
The strategy that teachers employed to control the volume in the classroom was
very disciplinarian and aimed at the whole class: flashing the classroom lights on and off.
The teachers never had occasion to raise their voices above the level of the children's, but
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would flash the lights, and wait for the children to turn their attention to the teacher.
Mr. V is trying to lead a group activity that includes the whole class on
the carpet. The kids are yelling, running around, and Mr. V cannot get
their attention. He repeats three times, "Listen to Mr. V" but there is
no response from the kids. Ms. W walks to the light switch and flashes
the lights on and off four times. She repeats, "Everybody on my carpet
area have a seat" in a soft tone four times. By the fourth time she
repeats this phrase the kids are sitting and no one is talking.
This strategy of flashing the lights was never used during free play, only during
group activities when there were more formal behavior required of the children. During
"work time" noise was never an issue unless the noise was yelling or crying from anger,
pain, or hurt. In cases like this a teacher would intervene to assist the child who was
having a problem. Work time was a time when relaxed behaviors were permitted for all
children in the classroom, and as a result it was frequently very loud.
#

Physical and Verbal Bodily Instructions
Martin (1998) found that the verbal and physical instructions regarding children's
bodies given by teachers contribute to gendering children's bodies. She focused on bodily
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instructions given to children by teachers (that are physical as well as verbal) that were
given through interactions between child and teacher, and coded these interactions in to
different categories.
There were very few instances of physical bodily instruction to the children in the
three classrooms that I observed. The infrequency of negative physical interactions
between children and teachers may have been a result of the Head Start "Discipline Plan"
which specifically states that a teacher may not physically restrain a child. Thus, because
of the lack of physical interactions between children and adults, physical and verbal

,
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instructions to children regarding their bodies were combined for my analysis.
I coded the physical and verbal interactions between children and teachers into
three categories: positive, negative, and neutral. (See Table 3.) These categories were
based on the categories Martin proposed for physical interactions between teachers and

I

children. Positive interactions included hugging, praising, or reprimanding students but
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giving them an explanation of what was wrong with their actions or behavior. Negative
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interactions included anger shown by teachers, reprimands given to students with no
explanation for what was wrong with their behavior, or physical restraint of a child.
Neutral interactions included everything that was not easily coded as negative or positive,
such as accidental physical contact (e.g. touching knees while sitting), or group
instructions.
Although there were only a few instances of negative physical interactions
between children and adults that included instructions regarding children's bodies, those
that did occur were not only physical in nature. Negative interactions between teachers
and children were often verbal as well as physical. Instances such as a teacher grabbing a
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child's ann to guide him back to the clean-up job he was supposed to do, or tapping a
child on the head to make her sit "on her bottom" occurred infrequently, but are
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important to note. One instance is as follows:

:

Megan, an Asian American four-year-old, has been playing in the
water table by herself for most of work time. When Ms. W announces
that it is clean-up time, Megan begins to wander away from the water
table. Ms. W notices that she is not cleaning up and says loudly,
"Megan! Megan!" Megan turos and Ms. W grabs her ann and pulls her
gently back to the water table saying, "You have to clean this up now."
These negative physical and verbal interactions between teachers and children that
included bodily instructions serve to gender children's bodies. This particular instance
shows that teachers use verbal instructions to children ("You have to clean this up") but
that they also involve the child's body by physically moving her toward the area she is
supposed to clean. There were no instances of physically moving boys to certain areas of
the classroom.
Positive interactions between teachers and children that included instructions for
children's bodies to be more physical, or to continue being physical.
Ms. S and Elisa, an African American four-year-old play
basketball at a child-sized hoop with Hakeem, an African
American three-year-old who initiated the game, in the gym. Elisa
makes a basket and Ms S gives her a high five sign. They slap
hands above Elisa's head, and Ms. S says, "You go girl!"
(Congratulating her on her basket).
This interaction, which includes both physical and verbal interactions, does not include
#

obvious instructions for Elisa regarding her body; rather those instructions are implied.
She was encouraged to shoot more baskets by her teacher's statement that she did a good
job, and the physical interaction (slapping hands) that enforces the congratulations.
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Neutral interactions between teachers and children included things such as
teachers and children sitting on the carpet together and touching their knees. These
interactions do not include explicit instructions for children's bodies along gender lines.
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Martin found 65% of verbal instructions to children regarding their bodies were
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directed to boys, 26% were directed at girls, and nine percent were directed at groups.
Martin found 50% of all physical interactions between children and teachers were
positive for both boys and girls. For girls, 15% of the remaining physical interactions
were negative, and 33% were neutraL For boys, only four percent of the physical
interactions with teachers were neutral and 35% were negative.

Table 3: Observations of Physical and Verbal Interactions between Teachers
and Children, by Gender of Child.

Type of Interaction
Positive
Negative
Neutral*
Total

Girls
N

Percent

12
15
2
29

41
52
7
100

Boys
N

14
9
4
27

Percent

52
33

15
100

*numbers for neutraLmteractlOns are so low because most neutral (mstructlOnal ill nature) interactions were
aimed at groups of both girls and boys.
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The numbers given in Table 3 show that the interactions, both physical and
verbal, at Head Start were very different from Martin's sample. Boys had more positive
ft

interactions with teachers, whereas girls had more negative interactions with teachers.
Fifty-two percent of the positive interactions were between teachers and individual boys,
and 52 % of the negative interactions were between teachers and individual girls.
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Verbal and Physical Interactions Between Children
The place where gender was most prevalent in the three classrooms was during
the verbal and physical interactions between children. Like the interactions between
teachers and children, interactions were coded as positive and negative. I did not code
behaviors as neutral interactions because the number of occurrences was just too great.
Table 4 (below) presents this information sorted by child gender. Positive interactions
included hugging and other wanted or appreciated touching, laughing, giggling, or
whispering in a friendly, excited, or happy manner. Negative interactions included
unwanted or unappreciated touching, mean or spiteful verbal exchanges, or other gestures
meant to harm, hurt, or tease. Interactions were categorized as occurring between boys,
between girls, and between girls and boys.

Table 4. Observations of Verbal and Physical Interactions between Children,
by Child Gender.
Interactions between:

Type ofInteraction
Positive
Negative
Total

I
II
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I
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Girls
Percent
8
44

N

N

10
18

16
6
22

56
100

Boys
Percent

73
27
100

Girls and Boys
N
Percent

6
12
18

33
67
100

•
Positive interactions between children usually had a verbal and physical aspect.
Although most positive interactions occurred within sexes, a few occurred between sexes.
One classic example of the physical and verbal interactions between boys and girls shows
how steeped in gender children's interactions can be:
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In gym John is kicking a giant blue ball. Sarah walks over and says,
"Let me fight!" They play together, kicking and punching the ball
around the gym. A few minutes later the ball has been left behind and
Sarah and John are wrestling. Sarah runs, and John chases her, as if on
command. She yells, jokingly, "Help! He's trying to get me!" The
chasing continues until it is time to leave the gym. Other girls get
involved and now the girls chase John. No teachers respond, and they
laugh when John runs past yelling, "Help! The girls are after me!"
This game is great fun for everyone who is playing.
These interactions between boys and girls do not include explicit instructions
about bodies, but there is an implied attitude about how children should use their
bodies according to other children. Feminist researchers might propose that what
Sarah learns from this exchange is that she can yell "no" or "help" but that she will
get no response from teachers or children. Unfortunately I believe this may be an
outcome of interactions such as this. Although Sarah and John were having great fun,
Sarah may learn that she will be receive help when threatened. Interestingly, when
John yells "help" the teachers laugh. There is also an implicit message being taught to
boys in this type of interaction. These interactions occurred infrequently in these three
classrooms.
Negative interactions between children happened most frequently between
boys and girls. These interactions between boys and girls also had a physical and
verbal aspect. The following example happened one morning during work time:
l'm sitting on the carpet watching a group of girls who are having a
"picnic" when Aesha, an African American three-year-old, brings the
yellow plastic magnet board over to me, and sets it down on the carpet.
The magnet board has removable legs, which she has already removed,
that slide and then lock in place. Some force is needed to lock the legs in
place. She sits in front of me and attempts to reattach the legs to the board.
She never asks for assistance. Isaiah, a Latino five-year-old, runs over to
the carpet, takes the leg out of her hand, and says, "I can fix it." Aesha
tries to take it back from him, but still doesn't say anything to him. Isaiah
is having visible trouble reconnecting the leg to the board. Ms. M sees the
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scene as Aesha tries to grab the legs away from Isaiah and says, "Aesha
don't take it apart. Let Isaiah put it together."
I was unprepared for this type of incident. There had been no other interactions between
children that were so gender role specific. It was not clear whether Isaiah believed that
Aesha could not put the legs on the board because she was girl, because she was younger

- ,

than he, or because he observed her having obvious trouble. What is clear is that Isaiah
believed she could not put it together, and did it for her while telling her she was
incapable of this action. This is precisely the type of behaviors and actions that other
researchers have witnessed in schools, and that until this moment, had been absent from
Head Start.
Table 4 shows that the majority of interactions between girls were negative, the
majority of interactions between boys were positive, and the majority of interactions
between girls and boys were negative. Although this finding presents interesting numbers
of negative interactions between mixed and same sex groups, it is the quality of these
negative interactions that is worthy of further investigation.
The negative interactions between girls consisted mostly of verbal arguments.
There were never any physical negative interactions between girls. It is possible that the
count for negative interactions between girls is higher than between boys because it was
easier to pick up on these verbal interactions. One example included two girls, Adrianna
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and Jacqueline, both five-year-old Latinas, who had been playing in the house area all
p

morning. Their interactions had been friendly until Adrianna decided she wanted to
change the roles they were playing~she wanted to be the mommy. Their fighting
consisted of both girls yelling, "I want to be the mommy!" at each other until Jacqueline
left the house area, seemingly defeated. There was no physical contact between the two

-;;
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girls, and the only physical movement during the fight was when Jacqueline left the
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house area.
The negative interactions between boys consisted mostly of physical fighting,
shunning, or attitudes. Rarely was the negative interaction between boys both verbal and
physical, and there were no instances of only verbal negative interactions between boys.
Of the six examples of negative interactions observed between boys, four were physical
fights that included wrestling and punching, and the other two were negative shunning of
one boy from a group of boys. On one occasion the physical fighting between two boys,
Adam and Austin, started the moment they walked into the classroom, and continued in
spurts throughout the day. They were separated by the teachers (who told them to move
away from each other, or leave each other alone) every time they started fighting .
Negative interactions between boys and girls usually consisted of both physical
and verbal interactions. These interactions usually included an unwarranted physical
interaction from one child to another, then a verbal interaction between the children, and
finally an interaction between one child and the teacher in which the child "tells on" the
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other. One example of this involved process is as follows:

,

A group of five-year-old girls are sitting in the corner of the carpet
area having a picnic with the plastic food and dishes from the house
area. Justin approaches, seemingly just passing through, bumps into
Jacqueline, and keeps walking. She yells, "Hey!" Justin turns back to
the girls, and then tries to involve himself in their game. His
involvement includes poking the girls, and they appear to dislike what
he is doing. One girl says, "Hey, quit it." Another says, "Stop buggin'
me!" Finally, after three minutes of continued bothering, Jacqueline
tells Justin she is going to "tell on" him and runs over to Ms W and
says, "Make him stop----he's buggin' us." Ms W calls Justin over to the
art table.
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This episode shows the complicated strategy that was usually employed in interactions
between boys and girls that were coded as negative. These interactions do not explicitly
invoke gender, but it is clear that it is a gendered interaction. The fact that Justin is a boy
infringing on girls' play creates a gendered negative interaction.
The previous examples indicate that the strategies employed for fighting with
other children differs for boys and girls. Negative interactions between children serve to
further gender their bodies, either physically or verbally. Martin (1998) found that
children were more likely to imitate the behaviors of children of the same sex. This is
clearly shown through episodes like the interaction with Justin and the five-year-old girls.
Martin (1998) also found that the physical verbal and physical interactions
between younger girls were very different from those between older girls. My findings
refute this statement-there were no significant age differences in the quality of the
interactions between boys and girls, or between same-sex groups.

Discussion

I
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The question that focused the majority of my research was: Will the outcomes of
the five "practices of preschools" proposed by Karin Martin (1998) be the same when the
majority of the sample of children is non-white or when the children are from lowincome families? The overall answer to this question is that these practices of preschools
do not apply in full to these classrooms at Head Start, where the majority of children
were non-white and all are from lower-class families. It is clear that the children at Head
Start are aware of different genders. They perform many of the behaviors as groups of
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girls or groups of boys that have been observed and recorded by many researchers
(Thome 1993; Davies 1990; Martin 1998). If the specific strategies proposed by Martin
(1998) are not applicable, how do the children at Head Start develop notions of gender?
I propose that the reason that Martin's (1998) findings were not replicated is
because of the racial, ethnic, and class make-up of the children in Head Start. Although
Martin has proposed a theory that is very important in explaining the ways in which
children's bodies become gendered I do not believe that it is applicable in every case.
There is a great need for further investigation into the ways in which minority or lowclass children's gender role development, or the strategies they use to negotiate their
gender, may be different.

"
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It is also important to understand that the gender roles that are leamed in the home

may be different for children of different race, ethnicity, or class. Research from the
1970s provided evidence that sex role socialization tends to vary with social class.
Several studies reported that middle-class families were more likely to be non-traditional

i

in their adherence to gender roles than lower-class families (for review see Carr &
Mednick 1988). Research from the 1980s showed that Hispanic families adhered to strict
gender roles where the wife would work within the home and the husband would work
outside the home unless there were severe economic circumstances that would necessitate
the wife working for pay outside the home (Vega 1990).

,

Research on both lower-income and minority families has shown that these
families rely on extensive and often complicated extended kin networks for help with
family affairs, specifically monetary issues and child care (Vega 1990; Carr & Mednick
1988; Kim & McHenry 1998). Vega (1990) points out that in many Hispanic families
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child-rearing is a joint parental obligation and some child care is undertaken by the father
both by choice and out of necessity. These two sets of findings, along with the findings
from my observations, in some ways seem contradictory. Is it possible that the children
from Head Start have families in which there is not strict delineation between genders?
Unfortunately I could not access the parents of the children to assess how they are
learning about gender in the home environment.
The first practice of preschools, dressing up, was not observed at Head Start. Few
girls wore dresses to school and even fewer played dress up. It is possible that dress up
play is not a popular activity at Head Start because of something as simple as the dress up
clothes are not exciting enough for the kids. There is almost no way to tell if the findings
about dressing up have anything to do with race, class, or ethnicity.
One question this leaves is what affect does lower-class status have on appearance
management? It would be interesting to investigate if these children are coming to school
in clothes that are available to them, rather than the things they would like to wear, as a

,

result of poverty. It could be possible that children from families who are living at or
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below the federal poverty level cannot afford to buy particular clothing for their children,
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and may be why girls did not wear dressed to school very often. This does not seem like
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enough of an explanation--every child appeared to be comfortable in the clothing they
wore to school, and no child was in clothing that was disheveled, dirty, or worn out.
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There was no shortage of "feminine" colors or adornments worn to school by girls
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but dresses were worn very infrequently. It is possible that the answer to why there were
no dresses worn to school and so few girls who played dress up is that these girls do not
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like to wear dresses. If this is indeed the case, further investigation into why this is so
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could be done. I never asked any of the girls why the never wore dresses-and maybe the
answer to this "practice of preschools" could be most simply answered in the girls' own
words.
The second practice of preschools, formal and relaxed behaviors, did not replicate
Martin's (1998) findings, but rather stands in strong contrast to them. Boys performed
more of the total formal behaviors and girls performed more of the total relaxed
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behaviors in these three classrooms. The simple answer could lie in the number of girls
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and boys in the classroom. Two of the three classrooms I observed had higher numbers of
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girls than boys. It is possible that the reason the findings were opposite of Martin's is that
the number of boys and number of girls in each sample were reversed. Martin's sample's
majority was boys; my sample's majority was girls.
Could it be that teachers require formal behaviors of the gender that is in minority
in the classroom? It is also possible that since there were more girls than boys in the
classroom the teachers gender role expectations for the children were reversed. Or it is
just that since there were more girls they had more collective power to express relaxed
behaviors? I propose that the ratio of boys to girls in the classroom has an effect on the
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teacher's expectations of child gender.
More research should be undertaken to illuminate this point. Martin has used a
theory that explains formal and relaxed behaviors of adults (Goffman 1959) and applied
it to gendering children's bodies in preschool classrooms. The fact that this theory does
not apply in the situations I observed raises interesting questions, but does not in any way
negate her findings. Goffman (1959) writes using a white, middle-class concept of
societal interactions. Martin's (1998) observations took place in middle-class preschools
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where the majority of children and teachers were white. It is possible that boys performed
more of the formal behaviors and girls performed more relaxed behaviors because of the
race, ethnicity, or class of the children at the school.
Research has indicated that independence and self-reliance may be highly
emphasized in the socialization of black women than white women (for review see
Alberta & Porter 1988). This information presents one explanation of why the teachers at
Head Start do not require formal behaviors of girls. Rather than require conformity,
"nice" behavior, or physically limited actions they emphasize independence and selfreliance as traits that should be developed by black or Latina girls.
The third practice of preschools that contributes to gendering children's bodies is
controlling voices. This is the finding that stands in starkest contrast to Martin's (1998)
results. Teachers in the three Head Start classrooms did not single out particular children,
and made few attempts to control the level of noise in the classroom during work time.
This may be more closely related the teaching practices of the teachers in disciplining
children than gender, race, ethnicity, or class of the children. The discipline strategy
employed by Head Start teachers was consistent, aimed at the entire class once the
overall noise level was too loud, and was not gender-related.
The way that children acted in the classroom was also very different from the
behaviors that are noted by other researchers. The children, as a general rule, did not yell.
Play was loud, but was usually easily controlled by the teachers when they needed to
make everyone play more quietly. Respect for authority, in this case respect for the·
teachers, is explicitly taught in these classrooms. On two separate occasions I heard
teachers talking about five-year-olds who were going to attend kindergarten in the fall.
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The teachers spoke ofthe need for children to learn obedience and respect before they
left Head Start to attend kindergarten.
Research has shown that teacher-child relationships in kindergarten were
predictive oflater school performance (Elicker & Fortner-Wood 1995). Children whose
relationships with teachers in kindergarten were conflictual, angry, or disrespectful were
more likely to have behavioral and learning problems, and poorer working habits. It is
possible that Head Start teachers use discipline strategies that include teaching respect
and obedience to authority so that children will be able to function better in kindergarten
or in later schooling. Using a discipline strategy like this will not single out a particular
child but will teach the class as a whole obedience to authority.
The fourth practice of preschools that serves to gender children's bodies is verbal
and physical instructions regarding children's bodies. The negative physical and verbal
bodily instructions given by teachers did not limit girls' physicality as Martin proposed.
Although the girls at Head Start received more of the negative instructions regarding their
bodies than girls did I believe this can be explained, at least in part, by the fact that there
were more girls than boys in the classrooms. It is also interesting that although girls
received the majority of the physical interactions that were negative, they also received
the majority of the physical interactions that were positive.
One study sheds light on this situation. It is possible that the reasons that girls
received more the negative interactions (e.g. "sit on your bottom" without an explanation
of why) is because teachers were more concerned about the behavior and performance of
the boys. Thus, they gave boys more positive instructions (e.g. "Sit on your bottom
because you might slip off the chair if you sit on your knees.") Research has shown that
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Hispanic teachers rate Hispanic boys negatively at a number of classroom behaviors, thus
they spend more time interacting positively with the boys out of concern for their later
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academic perfonuance (Arnold, Griffith et al 1998). This study also found that African
American teachers' rating of African American girls, and Hispanic teachers' ratings of
Hispanic girls were higher than their rating of boys. As a result the girls were left to
function on their own in the classroom more than boys were.
The teachers at Head Start were not aware of sociological studies that have shown
differences in the ways that girls and boys are treated by teachers, nor did they have any
specific teacher training regarding gender in the classroom. As the Early Education
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Coordinator told me, that classrooms at Head Start are "gender conscious not gender
separate." I believe that she could have said that they are "child conscious, not child
separate." Emphasis in every activity is on group involvement and getting along as a
group. For example, Mrs. T did not choose line leaders in her class when the class lined
up to walk to gym or the bathrooms. She did not single any child out as more important
that another, regardless of the child's gender.
The fifth practice of preschools that genders children's bodies is physical and
verbal interactions between children. This is the area that best replicates Martin's (1998)
and other's findings. Children in these preschool classrooms, regardless of race, ethnicity,
or class, still used strategies for negotiating and navigating gender. These children selfsegregated on the basis of gender which other researchers have shown (Thorne 1993;
Davies 1989; Martin 1998). Unlike other findings which show boys and girls placing
limitations on each other in tenus of gender, no one at Head Start told a child they
couldn't do something (or must do something) because they were male or female.
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The children were aware of gender but did not discriminate on the basis of
gender. Maybe for these children race and ethnicity are more salient characteristics than
gender? There were obvious separations along gender lines in children's play (areas
where boys dominated, or area where girls dominated) but there was no exclusion from
activity based on gender.
Alberta and Porter (1988) in their study of gender development found lesser
degrees of gender stereotyping among black children than white childre. They stated that
black children are "exposed to sex-role behavior on both the family and community level
which is quite different from that observed by children in other social categories [i.e.
white children]" (1998: 206). Thus, the "subcultural inputs" that black children of both
lower- and middle-class families have available to them may serve to counteract some of
the gender stereotypes learned from the larger society.
This finding indicates two important points. First, black children may not gender
stereotype their peers in the classroom, which explains why there are no gender-limiting
behaviors among children at Head Start. Second, half of the teachers (two head teachers,
and one assistant teacher) were African American and may be included in the
"community" described by Alberta and Porter that helps lessen the gender stereotyping of
black children. These findings may be true in Latino communities as well. Using
information from my observations at Head Start I have concluded that it is important that
the teachers in these classrooms are of the racial and ethnic background as the children.
A number of methodological limitations of this study should be addressed in
future research. All of the classrooms in this study were from one Head Start center.
Furthermore, it is not clear whether the behaviors that I have observed could be found in
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all classrooms at Head Start. I have seen other teachers in gym and as I walked down the
halls-they appear, at least on the surface, to be similar.
There could be a problem of bias in the selection of classrooms. Due to limitation
of access to the Head Start center, I was assigned to classrooms by the Early Education
Coordinator. She was aware of the focus of my project, and it could be that she presented
me with classrooms where she knew there were no gender issues. In a different longer
study I would have made sure to spend some time in all the classrooms to really compare
the behaviors of teachers and children in all classrooms.
A more general limitation has to do with the race and ethnicity ofthe sample. Any
distinctions made among minority groups are still broad and imprecise. These statements
are indeed generalizations. Further research should move toward finer distinctions and
understanding of the individual differences in the development of gender among children.
For example, no distinction was made between Latino groups. Also, it is not clear
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whether these results regarding the race and ethnicity of children as it relates to gender
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effort to code variables in the most unbiased manner there are very few similarities

may not be observable in other preschools.
Finally, there is a possible limitation of researcher bias. Although I made every

between my background (in terms of race, class, and ethnicity) with teachers and children

•........

II

at Head Start. For example, my knowledge of Spanish is very limited. Although I was
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usually able to understand the conversations between children and teachers that occurred
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in Spanish, there were a few occasions where I could not record the gist of the
conversation. Further research should take into consideration the ethnicity of the
researcher to remain aware of possible biases.
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Conclusion

Feminist sociologists (West & Zimmerman 1987) and other feminist theorists
(Butler 1990) have examined how the naturalness of gender differences underlies gender
inequality. These theories have focused on adult's bodies, not on children's bodies.
Because of the focus on adult bodies, these theories have failed to consider how the body
becomes gendered. The processes of gender role socialization and gender development
have often be written about from a middle-class white perspective, this limiting the
application of these theories.
Sociological theories of the body have focused on how bodies are regulated,
disciplined, or managed by various social institutions, but many of these theories have
ignored the gendered nature of these processes (Foucault, 1979; Shilling 1993; Turner
1984). Martin (1998) has shown, through her investigation of how children's bodies are
gendered by the institution of preschools, that a significant part of disciplining the body
consists of gendering it in subtle, micro ways that make gender differences appear
natural.
Martin (1998) has undertaken a very important investigation of how children's
bodies become gendered. She writes:

I

Because this gendering occurs at an early age, the seeming naturalness
of such differences is further underscored. In preschool, bodies
become gendered in ways that are so subtle and taken-for-granted that
they come to feel and appear natural. Preschool, however, is just the
tip of the iceberg in the gendering of children's bodies. Families,
formal schooling, and other institutions (like churches, hospitals, and
workplaces) gender children's bodies physically as well (Martin 1998:
510).
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It is necessary to answer questions in the future that other researchers have failed to
answer in the past. Martin (1998) has provided one answer to the question of how
children's bodies are gendered, thus causing gender differences to feel and appear natural.
I propose that more research should be undertaken to further answer this question.
This paper provides another account of how children's bodies become gendered--or how
they acquire strategies to combat gender role stereotyping. The interconnectedness of
race, class, ethnicity, and gender must be realized in understanding that ways in which
social institutions gender children's bodies. This research shows that the children in this
Head Start center (where the majority of the children are noncwhite, and all are from lowincome families) do not experience the same gendering processes that Martin (1998)
identified in preschools where the majority of students were middle-class and white.
More research must be conducted that illuminates further the socially constructed
meanings of race, class, and gender, as well as the ways in which they are interconnected
in processes such as gendering children's bodies.
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